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Probing Family Business Succession Through the Eyes of the Leaders 
Abstract 
 In line with the theme of FERC 2015, this study aims at navigating through the issue of 
family business sustainability, particularly in overcoming the hurdles associated with 
transgenerational family business succession. While the opponents of family business have said 
that family firms would eventually grow up into larger companies run by professionals, 
separating the management from ownership, there has been evidence showing that keeping 
management in the family provides competitive advantage that is not easily replicated by 
nonfamily competitors. (Jaskiewicz, Uhlenbruck, Balkin, & Reay, 2013) Proponents of keeping 
the management within the family simply remind that as a multidisciplinary field, family 
business study needs to balance the focus of the research in both family and business. (Cicellin, 
Mussollino, Martinez, & Iacono, 2013; James, Jennings, & Breitkreuz, 2012) Transitioning into 
professional management would risk losing the competitive advantage that serves family firms 
well into generations when it can be transferred into future generations. (Royer, Simons, Boyd, 
& Rafferty, 2008) 
 Recently, Sharma (2014) in her Editor's Notes, regarding articles published in the journal 
Family Business Review throughout year 2013, mentions that the family business discipline lacks 
specific theories differentiating family business apart by behavior, as is common in other 
business disciplines. This allegation is supported by Cicellin, Mussollino, Martinez, & Iacono 
(2013) who explain the essence of family business using paternalism, in which a family business 
leader who usually is also the patriarch or matriarch of the family provides jobs for family and 
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nonfamily employees in exchange of loyalty. While the allegation might have been true, it slowly 
is changing, if not already has, with the entry of Generations Y and Z with their demands for 
more professional freedoms. 
 The main issue remains that despite the many researches done in the family business field 
over the past 30 years, little is understood about family business succession in general. What the 
scholars know, however, provide leads to future researches that involve probing the essence of 
the family business succession experience from the viewpoint of family business predecessors. 
Understanding what family business predecessors' experience and how they feel before, during, 
and after the succession process will not only open the eyes of the appointed successors in order 
to reduce transgenerational misunderstandings, the finding will also allow scholars and advisors 
to tackle the real problems more effectively. Lam (2009), in his dissertation, warns that the end 
of a family firm can also mark the end of family relationship. Brundin and Sharma (2012) add 
that when a family loses no longer own the family firm, family members can risk losing their 
identity.  
 While family business opponents tend to see a family business as a growing up process, 
Cater and Justis (2009) reason that family business leaders, because they do not have to answer 
to external shareholders, have more time and freedom to forego short term profitability in 
exchange for stability and sustainability. Indeed, while most family business researchers focus on 
the business performance, literature finds that the collapse of a family firm usually has nothing to 
do with management incompetence. (Stewart & Hitt, 2011) 
 With the pressure of profesionalizing as a prerequisite for sustainability, studies focus on 
noneconomic goals as a mean for family firm survival. Hatak and Roessl (2013) posit that 
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predecessor and successor's quality relationship, when supported by the family, is key to 
sustainability in a family firm. At the same time, the authors warn that to be able to have a 
quality relationship and to survive the succession process, family business predecessor first must 
be willing to pass the baton. This issue of willingness has been the focus of recent studies 
scrutinizing family firm transgenerational succession. Michael-Tsabari and Weiss (2013) use 
game theory to show that succession process does not happen unless predecessor is willing to go 
on with it, even in the presence of a willing and capable potential successor. Cater and Justis 
(2009) go even further ahead, requiring family business predecessor to have the desire to hand 
the business to the next generation, in order for succession process to happen. Unsurprisingly, 
among other studies, Cater and Justis (2009) name immortality syndrome, in which a family firm 
predecessor denies the need to step down and appoint a successor, as one of the major blunders 
responsible for dissolving family firms. 
 In the fashion of phenomenology, this study intends to probe the lead actors responsible 
for family business succession process, the predecessors, to understand the essence of the 
process from their point of views. (Creswell, 2013)  Qualitative method is chosen for this study 
to provide more robust understanding of the phenomenon of a family business succession 
process from predecessors' standpoint, which has been largely misconstrued. (Bansal & Corley, 
2011) Creswell (2003) warns against limiting the research findings with predetermined set of 
themes. However, for the purpose of this study, findings are confined into the interest of pursuing 
noneconomic goals as a mean for family business sustainability. 
 This study will contribute to the discipline of family business studies through a holistic, 
360 degrees look at understanding the issue from the lead actors themselves. Looking beyond 
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this project, scholars in the field will have a buffet of areas to explore in the effort to create 
theories unique to the family firm succession process. At the same time, this project will also 
contribute to family business owners on the brink of transgenerational successions. 
Understanding how their predecessors look into succession will allow appointed successors to 
synchronize their pace with their parents and provide assurance that they will keep the family 
legacy. Richard Eu, the fourth generation leader of traditional medicine giant Eu Yang Sang, 
convinced his older nonfamily employees that leadership may change but the culture will stay. 
(Hay Group, 2012) To family firm leaders nearing successions, this project will contribute in 
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